Defining boundaries: European volunteer worker women in Britain and narratives of community
'Suitable immigrants'
Linda Colley has traced the history of the ways in which Britishness has been defined against a range of others beyond its shores. maintain British power and influence in the world ran through various strategies developed, and EVW recruitment offered some partial resolution to contradictions in three of these: a move to recruit labour from abroad, pronatalism, and the encouragement of British emigration to New Zealand, Canada and Australia. EVW men were preferred to men from colonies and former colonies in part because, unlike black migrants, they were 6 not associated with a threat of 'miscegenation' and, as people who were regarded as assimilable in Britain, they were seen as a way of resolving the conflict between a labour shortage and encouragement of emigration. EVW women provided a resolution to the conflict between pronatalist prescriptions for indigenous women and the shortage of womanpower, and were preferred over women from colonies and former colonies because they were seen as better workers.
Although favoured over all those who were regarded as 'undesirable' --whether Jewish, black or Asian --the terms on which EVWs were recruited subordinated them to dominant white ethnicities in Britain. The preference for EVWs was in part because, as aliens employed on a contract basis, their labour could be controlled and, if unsatisfactory, they could be deported. They thus provided a flexible labour force which could be directed into particular industries. In the context of acute labour shortage in postwar Britain this meant that they were recruited to low-pay and low-status work which did not attract sufficient indigenous labour. Despite official definitions, many faced hostility as foreigners on arrival in Britain from fellow-workers, neighbours and local communities. Trade union fears that EVWs would be used to undercut wages had led to the negotiation of union agreements with employers which restricted the proportion of EVW workers --in the textile industry to 10% in any mill, and sometimes in any section of any mill. Despite this they were frequently regarded as 'foreign workers' who threatened the conditions and livelihood of indigenous workers. 11 At the same time, as one Polish woman observes, such hostility could be tempered by some measure of agreement between official and popular discourses about a hierarchy of belonging in Pakistan. We were more established than the immigrant from Pakistan, from Jamaica and from India. So we were sort of forgotten, we were blending into background and it was much, much easier for us then'.
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Internal frontiers
In the 1950s, internal frontiers defined in response to black migration to Britain included neighbourhoods, streets and homes, in a range of anxieties and hostilities towards 'blacks next door'. 13 But in the late 1940s the central frontier in such concerns was already apparent --the white British woman. It was a fear of 'miscegenation' --always strongly gendered as black men threatening white femininity --which was at the heart of concerns about immigration.
The national role of the white British woman had been defined since the late nineteenth century as motherhood, for it was assumed that Britain could do the work of an imperial nation only by keeping numbers up, and preferably numbers of sufficient quality. 14 We are suffering from the falling birth-rate of the late 20's and 30's and have no fewer than 200,000 numerically surplus women. I believe that is an unfortunate sociological factor ...On the assumption that we should take mainly single men, there are the strongest possible reasons for having an infusion of vigorous young blood from overseas at the present time. 20 Thus the EVW man, although subordinate to dominant white ethnicities in Britain, was constructed as superior to black men, because at worst he did not threaten to 'taint the race' and at best he could play a positive role in facilitating pronatalism.
In this proposed solution to the falling birth-rate what was envisaged was not an EVW woman boosting the population through her own reproduction, but a white British woman bearing children by an EVW man. The EVW woman, however, was also recruited to facilitate the national role of white British women --through meeting part of the demand for labour in low-paid and feminised areas of employment, freeing indigenous women to concentrate on familial and domestic life. At a time when campaigns were attempting to attract indigenous women into the textile industry, such recruitment provided a way of resolving a conflict between pronatalist government policies and the need for female labour. Thus although the most important characteristic of indigenous women as defined by a range of pronatalist literatures was their capacity to bear children, the most important characteristic of EVW women was their capacity to work. The criteria of suitability in selection procedures in displaced persons camps were the same for women as for men and focused on what were seen as the characteristics of good workers --able-bodiedness, health and youth.
In 1948, when the image of the white British woman as war-worker had long since faded, the EVW woman was represented for a brief moment as an exemplary worker engaged in promoting the export drive through her efforts in the textile industry.
She was conjured by The Times in January 1948 in commenting on the success of the EVW scheme: 'Here and there a newcomer, not long out of the training period, has headed the output for the week in her section of the mill'. 21 She was a figure lauded by the Yorkshire Post, later in the same month, whose 'eagerness to help forward the output drive is an example to the rest of us'. Under the headline 'women who plead to work harder' and illustrated by a picture of Ukrainian women EVWs working in the spinning department of a Yorkshire textile mill, the article dealt with the issue of EVW overtime.
Mr. Carter, their employer, contrasted the commitments of indigenous women whose paid employment was necessarily restricted by their family life with the role of EVW women as workers: 'These women are used to working very much longer hours in their own country. They have no husbands to cook for in the evenings, no children to wash and put to bed, and as they live in a hostel their shopping, cooking and cleaning is done for them'. 
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A Ukrainian woman who also arrived in Britain as an EVW from a displaced persons camp after deportation to Germany at the age of fifteen records:
The police come in at night and just --always do like that, everybody's going to bed to sleep. Then after they go into the house and they catch everybody because the more young try to escape from there, they don't want to go into Germany, but in the night-time they come and they catch them like that. So they take me... 28 The word 'nothing' recurs in the narrative of a Polish woman recruited as an EVW, who was deported to Germany in 1942, conveying the extent of her loss:
I have to work from early morning, 5 o'clock, sometimes to 11 o'clock at night, and the work was very, very, very hard, and they dress us in rags, because I had nothing with me. They catch me without nothing and I had nothing with me, and even if my mother pass me on our stair she never recognise this as her own child, because we just dress in rags. 29 In such narratives, conveyed here in particular by the notion that even her mother would no longer recognise her, the loss is of a former sense of self, bound up with family and community and, since deportees were often in their early teens, with childhood. In the narrative of the Polish woman who wore her auntie's shoes when she was deported to Germany, the theme of loss of education extends from the German occupation of Poland, through deportation and displaced person camp to her arrival in Britain:
I was always unlucky with learning. When I was only eleven the war start, so I had only four years elementary school. But later on we had private, we paid the teacher to learn private. And they took that teacher and put him in prison and that teacher later on died. So we didn't go to school at all. Then they took me to Germany when I was fourteen. After the war I had a chance to go learning sewing and dressmaking. I had been there for about four weeks and I --everything had gone well and I was so happy with it.
And in the meantime we already put our name down for going to England to work --a few girls. And then he came and said 'how many people 20 signed to go to England? You go to see the doctor, have injection, and in a week's time you are ready to go to England'. So any school was finished.
Then later, when we were in England, the hostel opened evening classes ...
In September there were thirty-eight of us, and at Christmas time there were only five of us. It was really sad. You could learn so much --I've been doing very well and the teacher said: ' I feel sorry for you, I know you want to work hard and learn'. I never, ever have a chance to learn, I was always unlucky. But you see after you got married, had a child. There is better chances now to learn English. 40 The Polish woman whose narrative of deportation emphasises that she was 'without nothing' continues this theme in her narrative of life in England. Meeting an English woman in the street who has befriended her, she is embarrassed because she is wearing a coat made from a blanket. The woman encourages her to learn English but, she records:
But you see I think these people have the best intentions, but I was just think it take too much, what can I give in return, I have nothing to give.
I'm only refugee. I have nothing and feel like Cinderella, and I think I have to look for something else ... I have nothing to give. 41 Her narrative suggests that this continuing sense of dispossession and displacement could be intensified by the aftermath of trauma:
First when I came I used to shivering and shaking when I saw policemen, English policemen, I had goosepimple. I was shaking, because I was beat up by Gestapo when I was in Poland, I was beat up. 42 This theme is also apparent in the narrative of an Hungarian woman who was recruited as an EVW after fleeing westwards with her family:
The first few years for us here in England was a very, very difficult time for us. For one thing due to our war experiences we've been very, very frightened of everything new and everything strange ... You withdraw into yourself and you view the whole world round you with suspicion. 43 Despite the continuity of imagery in narratives of deportation and of arrival and early life in Britain, family life and community emerge as resources which could be recreated in Britain. Women record how they organised initially to get clothes and housing, emphasising the importance of collectivity for physical as well as emotional survival. The Polish woman whose loss of education could not be remedied in Britain pooled resources with other female EVWs to buy clothes:
When we came we had nothing. We need shoes, we need clothes. So some girls said, 'I give you a pound so you can get a coat. You save your pound and the other three girls will give you a pound, so you've got four pounds and can buy a coat'. So she has a coat this week, and the next week it's 22 another girl's turn. So we keep sharing so that we could buy something when someone really needed something, You help each other, that's how we managed. 44 A Ukrainian woman records how important her community was in securing housing: It was all very scarce for room to live, but we Ukrainian people, we stick together, keep together, and help together. Help each other --they always help me when I have no house. 45 In many communities, including Latvian, Polish and Ukrainian, initial initiatives taken to organise national communities in Britain were quickly formalised in the creation of churches and clubs. The emphasis of many of these was on maintaining religious and secular traditions which looked back to a pre-Soviet Latvia or Ukraine, and a relatively fixed version of national identity which was generally anti-Communist and anti-Soviet.
One Ukrainian woman who was a member of the Anglo-Soviet society records the way in which this distanced her from other members of the Ukrainian community in Bradford.
Unusually, she traces divisions within the community to the history of the war, and identifies herself against those Ukrainians in Bradford who had collaborated with the Nazis under occupation. The emphasis on the formation of national communities in Britain could be viewed as, in part, a response to the ways in which oral history projects are structured.
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The Bradford Heritage Archive, for example, calls this section of its project 'European communities' while Kirklees Sound Archive has a section on 'The Polish Community'. In search of information about such communities in Britain, the schedule of questions prompts narrators to speak about their participation in churches, clubs or other organisations and to reflect on the value they attached to this participation. A number of the Ukrainian narrators belong to the same women's organisation, and this may well result in shared ideas and values which make for similarity in these parts of their narratives. 48 Since an obvious source of recruitment of narrators for such projects is the organisations which they are then invited to discuss, the notion of community and its importance is reinforced, while the stories of those who did not participate, or who were excluded, are not represented.
Moreover, people who are contacted in West Yorkshire are more likely to be able to produce a story about community organisation because of the demand for migrant labour in this area immediately after the war. EVW women in particular were concentrated in West Yorkshire and Lancashire because the majority were recruited to the textile industry. 49 The possibility of forming community organisations in Britain was less likely for those recruited to other occupations --for example the women from Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania who formed the first contingent of EVWs, and were set to work in tuberculosis sanatoria sited in isolated places where residence was usually a requirement.
A greater diversity of narratives might emerge from an oral project specific to EVW history which looked at a wider range of areas and occupations in which EVWs were located on arrival in Britain. Although this identification usually involved a traditional gender role, centred on the home and subordinate to men's authority within community organisations, this was generally given much higher value by narrators than the identity of worker --an identity first encountered by many in the context of deportation to German labour camps. At the same time, the similarity in the value they assign to community may reflect its influence in encouraging conformity to common ideas and values. The possibility of a wider range of negotiations of identity in Britain is suggested by the narrative of the Latvian woman and might emerge in a more detailed oral history project, specific to EVWs.
Traditional gender roles are generally characterised as positive, not oppressive --a major resource not only for survival, but also for providing a sense of order, stability and belonging. The emphasis on family and community in Britain --albeit at times disrupted by reflections on violent marriages or divisions within communities --allows for a more positive construction of lives in which loss is such a major theme and stresses women's active role in reconstructing their lives after the war. Thus, although positioned within British discourses of nation as primarily workers, EVW women's own sense of national identity emphasised family life and community as resources which could be reclaimed against their loss through deportation, against dispossession and displacement as well as in resistance to racism encountered in Britain. As one Ukrainian woman records: 'We come in England, there was nothing, but we organised everything because we have to be in something'. 57 
